The British government is using its role as current chair of the G8 group of wealthy nations and its presidency of the European Union from now until the end of the year to push for major revamping of aid and debt relief to Africa's poorest countries. But a new report by a cross-party group of members of parliament warns that such efforts will have little impact unless a massive new attack on malaria forms part of the plans.
Malaria kills between 1 million and 3 million people a year, most of them in Africa, where malaria is the biggest killer of children under five. It is also a growing problem, as the parasite shows increasing resistance to the cheapest drugs, and it is being eclipsed in public and political perception by the HIV/Aids pandemic which has swept Africa. This has put such strains on healthcare resources that malaria treatment is now less likely, because hospitals are so overcrowded and nurses and doctors themselves have fallen ill.
It is crucial that malaria rises again on the healthcare and research agenda, the report says.
Yet ironically, says the report from the all-party malaria group, unlike HIV/Aids, several tools for the eradication of malaria are to hand -insecticide impregnated bednets, house spraying and new drugs based on artimisinin derived from a native Chinese plant. "The biggest obstacle to progress at present is not shortage of science, but paucity of political will to deal with malaria," the report says. "Compared with Aids, for example, malaria is neglected by politicians, researchers, activists and the media."
The Commission for Africa said that half the deaths of African children could be avoided if parents had access to nets and drugs that cost not much more than $1 a dose. Malaria eradication has been described as a potential 'quick win' towards a
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Malaria dogs African hopes
HIV/Aids may have the highest profile of health problems in Africa but a major new attack on malaria is needed if new international efforts to bolster the continent's economies are to have any major long-term impact. Nigel Williams reports. number of the United Nation's millennium development goals, such as reducing child mortality, and the economic benefits would be huge.
But the report also highlights the need for more research, particularly with the growing potential of developing a vaccine. "The US National Institutes of Health is the largest funder of malaria vaccine research followed by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation," the report says. However, support from many governments has been "minimal".
And the prospects for discovering new drugs are better now than ever, mainly attributable to the Medicines for Malaria Venture, which has helped draw back pharmaceutical companies, the report says. But its budget is small and may not alone be able to fund key development work without substantial increases.
The World Bank estimates that malaria costs Africa $12 billion per year in lost productivity. Yet international funding for malaria control is only $100-200 million a year. The report says that $2-3 billion a year is needed to make an impact.
The British international development minister Gareth Thomas called the report "a useful focus for the debate about malaria" at a time when the world was looking at topping up the Global Fund for HIV/Aids, TB and malaria. The inclusion of malaria in this successful multi-billion dollar fund set up by the G8 nations in 2001 is seen as a potentially major way for boosting work on the disease. The fund gives grants to poor countries whose plans for fighting the diseases have been approved. Last month, Richard Feachem, its British executive director, launched its first advertising campaign in London, to make people aware of its successes and put pressure on the G8 nations and others to give it more money. "For the millennium development goals, it is a necessary requirement that we really turn around the three big infectious disease pandemics. If we don't, many of the other goals are pie in the sky," he said.
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South Korea boasts the oldest record of human whale hunting, a group of rock carvings discovered last year at the Bangu-Dae archaeological site near Ulsan and dated to different times between 6,000 and 1,000 BC. In June, the location has once more been host to a historic moment in the relationship between H. sapiens and the water-dwelling mammals, as the International Whaling Commission (IWC), holding its annual meeting nearby, reconsidered the socalled moratorium, which has practically banned commercial whaling for nearly 20 years.
The IWC member states voted for the unlimited moratorium on all commercial whaling in 1982, and the decision took force in 1986. Since then, only Norway has continued commercial whaling, based on the grounds that it objected to the moratorium from the beginning and is thus not bound by it. Japan has hunted a considerable number of whales under 'scientific whaling' programs which are ultimately unregulated, as the IWC member states are free to hand out licences to kill whales to their nationals without being bound by any opposing views from the IWC. Critics of the Japanese whaling program point out that the meat of those whales taken for research ends up on restaurant tables, and that the country has only very few research papers to show considering the effort and expense it puts into 'scientific' whaling.
The annual, week-long IWC general meetings have a long tradition of bitter disputes between pro-whaling nations including Norway, Japan, and Iceland on the one side, and antiwhaling nations on the other. Both sides have considerable economic interests.
The whalers want to sell meat, while anti-whaling nations led by Australia and New Zealand see whale-watching as a significant factor in their tourism industry. These interests clash directly, as those whales that are curious and brave enough to approach tourist ships and provide observation opportunities might also be the first to succumb to the harpoons of the whalers. Watching friendly whales makes more economic sense than harpooning them, the antipodean nations argue, as each whale can be observed many times, but eaten only once.
In the fight over these opposing economic interests, an unappealing mix of scientific arguments and political intrigue is used by both sides. Certain whale populations have recovered significantly since the moratorium began, so the Japanese commissioners are quick to point out that their numbers need to be controlled by hunting, and their population dynamics has to be monitored by 'lethal sampling' which again is a euphemism for killing the animals. Worse still, the whales could deplete the fish species that we need to make our fish fingers from. Another reason to hunt them, at least for the prowhalers.
On the other side of the divide there are the conservationists, who point to the fact that hunting bans have saved the Pacific Grey Whale from extinction, and that reintroduction of commercial whaling could lead to a repetition of past mistakes. According to the anti-whaling camp there is no significant food competition between whales and humans, as whales feed at greater depths, and humans are generally not that keen on krill. And as for the Japanese 'scientific' whaling program, most scientists in the field describe it as an all too transparent disguise for commercial whaling.
William Megill has been studying the population ecology of the Pacific Grey Whale, which officially ceased to be an
New threats to whaling ban
Last month's meeting of the International Whaling Commission has raised fears about future safeguards for these mammals. Michael Gross reports.
